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ABSTRACT )

.overload.

The communication’ responsxb111ty of corporate . T -

. executives within their organizations entails two dimensions: the

itnformation dimension involving the content, or méaning of what is
communicated, and the interpersonal dimension involving” the
relationship between the people communxcatxng. To successfully manage
a corporation, executives must have an efficient system for dealing
with uncertainty. To reduce uncertainty, they need information that
is descriptive, concerns value judgments, and-pertains to policy.

— ‘They must -ask themselve$ evaluative questions perta1n1ng to five
areas of uncertainty, such as, What are the company's goals? Does it
meet them? and Is ‘the dompany encouraging the development of .
individual potefitial? The manager who .has this:informdtion must also
understand how to handleljt effectively to avoid information
Information should be processed selectively, sequentlally,._

and continually.

ost of the information managers receive is from

fnterpersonal commun1cat1on, which they then interpret,

store,

use,

,or disseminate. 'Institutions can exist only when there are people
1nteractrng with one another, .and ‘such interactiom ;structures firms
by makxng coordination, control, -and growth po551ble, and by .
enhanc1ng the value of 1nformat1op The basic role of the manager or
executive is to maintain interperSonal communlcat1on to the benefit
of the organization. (HTH) .
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- ORGANIZATIONAL COMMUNICATION CONCEPTS AND THE

JOB OF THE CORPORATE EXECUTIVE

. -

Fs

. \ 2
The corporation is an {nstitution dependént on its communication systems

for information and interaction. This paper describes the major constructs- of

. an iaformation processing model of the executiveis job. Among the processes. ..

s

-

\Fo

o rt

paper focuses on managers, because they perform.the executiye functions of the .

discussed are the effects of uncertainty, information needs, information uses, °
5 .

information processing behavior, interdependence “and the mpintenance of relation-

ships through interaction . b ;-H',° ) 's - \»1 L Y
The frame of reierence for ‘this. paper 1s the corporation 1n America This
, - o

-

- I

corporation.-.Jhus, they speak oh behaif—of the company and they are responsibie |

for estab1ishing and maintaining the communication«networks which genehate support o

_ and cooperationﬁamong the firm S many constituencies._ This paper presents a.

pragmatic approach to anaiyZing and improving oxganizationai communication.
Centrai to this approach is the concept of responsibqiity Organizationaif -
communication is a responsibiiity of theacorporate exgcutive. It is,a. functlsg; *
of office. It is simu]taneousdy normative and descriptiVe Thus, Barnard's
(1938, p. 82) classic statement that, "The first function of the executive is
to establish-and maintain a system of communication, can be taken to mean:
1.. The exec tive §ﬁguld_be responsible for the'estabiishment and
maintena e {and improvement) of a system of communication.
',2: The, executive is~responsib1e for” the establishment, maintenance,
N »-and improvement of the c6nmun1cation system, and |
w. 3. This responsibility is inherent in the position. .

COrporate executives are responsible:for communication They can neither

avoid nor deiegate this respons1bi1ity., They must accept it. And in recent

T years the iimits-of this responsibiiity have been expanding. Barnard was concerped

: oniy that the ex@cutive accept responsibi]ity for creating and’ maintaining a

.
__— - : 3 . . ‘
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personal;communication system, a private network of contacts. Administrative

scientists and compunication ‘theorists have argued that executives must

o

coliEctiVely aCcept responsihiiity for creating and maintaining an internai
organizationai communication system Pub]ic'reiations professionals have long
argued that -executives must be respon51b1e for creating and maintaining an .

' institutionai communication system, incorporating the personal contact networks.

‘the organizationa] communication system, and all of the externa] groups which

~ have a stake in the corporation (stockhoh?ers,ysuppiiers, customers legisfat-

v, ) - a

P

. Ors, the oonnmnity, etc. ) "Recent iaws ‘in areas iikE anacy,disciosure, due
- A

process notice, and empioyeetrights have institutionaiﬁ;ed the exeeutive s

responsibiiity for communication. ’_f .o x‘: T

There are two dimensions to the executive S respon51bi11ty for the
AR organizationai communication system First, there s an\INFORMATION dimen51on
-invo]vind the content or meaning of what is copmunicated. Second there is an
i: i INTERPERSONAL dimension invo]v1ng the reiationships between the people communi-
cating. Corporations don t communicate Peop]e do. The executive 1s the

person who processes information on- -behal f- of the firm, the person who communi -

cates on- behaif—of the firm, the person who acts for the company as 1ts agent,

A

» . [y
. the person responsible for communication. . ‘

If this.focus. on responsibiTity-seems subjective-rather than objective, :
humanistic rather than scientific, that's because it ist Manager9 shoyld *
accept the credft for effective conmunication And they shdu]d take the b]ame
for ineffective communication. Tmplicit in this method is the belief that . |
-conmunication is an intentional act of a free- wTi], and not the’ c1rcumstant1a1

» product of genetic, environmenta], or‘theistic predetermination:

Information and Uncertainty, L . e,

‘:
To successfu]]y manage a corporation today demands that the executiu)
'S

3
have an efficient system for deaiing.with uncertainty Uncertainty fs

o psycho]ogicaiiy uncomfortable. ‘hs human beings we have only iimited to]erance o
. - “ . ) ‘ ' d ] a :7 .
\\ . / “ - . . . ) :.\ o . ) v
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for uncertainty. To.be effecttve we need to feel.that we know what is going
on,‘that we have some'gont;ol over our iives. If we do not act to reduce
uncertainty, problems may occur. First, the executive may deny uncertainty
| Janis (1972) has pointed out that this may give rise to a patho]og1ca1 fee11ng
of. 1nvu1ner;h111ty If 1t had not been for this sort of separation from rea]ity
ithere may never have been a Bay of P1gs fiasco. Second, the manager may ‘absorb™ .
,'uncertainty Schein (1969) argued that managers tend to focus on areas Whlch .
are measurab]e (providing the illusion of certainty) whether these are important
L “to the organtzation'or not, we can not measure human contr1but1ons so we
concentrate on costs and expenses. Th1rd the manager may avoid uncertainty.
Accordtng to Cyert 'and. March (1963) manaoers tend to focus on the short term so
that they do not have to make 1ong term p]ans Administrators attempt contro]
- to -avoid surprises. The strategies of denying, absorbing, or~avonJngwuncertaanxygagm‘“4
are doomed to fail. Uncertainty exists. It cannot be.1gnored.‘ It cannot be
eliminated. It can, however, be ant1cipated. - It can be reduced.; Information
is the .principal human and institutionalwtoo1 for reducing uncertainty. ~ T R -_“
There are'at‘léast five'major sources of uncertainty facing the corporation:
‘ 1. Goals. Many firms have no clear 1dea of what their gecals are. *
Others have no 1dea of .the areas where they have goals
(product1v1ty, capital funds, innovation, etc.). Others are

unable to resoTVe conflicts oyer conpeting goals. Still other

»
- firms do not know if they can achieve their goals.. In some .
. T - ) cases, the corporat1on does not even knon if 1t can ach1eve -
v ' . »
. bas1c goa]s, ‘such as survival (wntness Grants and Penn Centra])
S . .

ot 2. Structure. Most American "firms have a h1erarch1ca1 strdct- .7

»

* They operate ‘on 2 model of governance 4w1th final \

> res onsibility resting at the top. This encourages specta11zat1on,.

e departmenta]fzation,~ang“control.- However, it discourages

ERIC c integration, individual freedom; -and local -autorfomy. The

R
' ' O

-~
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hierarchy makes 1t difficuly for the executive tor know
what 1s going on 1n various/ parts of the firm.

d. Functiong. The cowmon fu ctions of personne] marketing‘l
production,,and finance ,re chang1ng Personnel is be-
.coming more 1mportant {3 f1rms'subst1tute people- for |
equipment. Marketi g is being forced to focus on the
consumer; Production is beset with energy and raw‘haterial

< Ve shortages Finange is playing catchup with.inflation.

The adminﬁstrati e (se]f—mainta1n1ng) function of the

frm 1s becomi g more complex as government regu1at1on,

ning become more wide-

- media scrut1 ¥, and economic pl
spread. Th¢ 1nst1tutiona{'function o€ maintaining commit-
ment, morate, and. spir1t 1s*becgmln9‘m JRs ex ‘as turn-

over increases. ' ‘ I

4, Envfron ent Compan1es are dependent on soc1ety for support.

\ed to reduced confidence, restr1ct1ve 1eg1s1ation ’po]1t1ca]

R . 1nvolvemen% 1n the firm, and criticism of_the value of’ cap1talism
We do not know 1f this pernod is"over, or cont1nu1ng, orsgetting .
RS i : worke. e . g .
'5./ Change Some compan1es have 1ong histories. They have wel] ) a

estab1ished‘patterns for handling fssues of p1ann1ng, organ1z1ng, w7

M e

., staffing, and contro] Many of the1r prob]ems are handled by

) ‘ routing, b custom, b trad1t1on ,But most firms in th1s country,
4 {

0

have* undergone dramat1c changes in the 1ast two decades. Changes

.
ooy . . ‘
. ! 4

- " 11ke- growth, governmentlinvolvement and consumer- demands have - .

3

,@ .
eroded many of the firm S- unquestioned trad1tions We, can no

Q 4~  longer do things the way we 've always done ther,

e

awd by ERIC
., [3 ) ’ L)
N . . A -

-




Infqrmat1on~Needs} S LT

What kinds of 1nformat10h does’the coxporate executive need in order to N
_ reduce uncertaxnty7 In oeneral ’the manager needs three types of information.
'F1rst, the execut1ve needs factual 1nformat1on .This: type of 1nformat1on

is descr1pt1ve in character This information descr1bes the . company, 1ts.

‘- structure, 1ts operations. its act1v1t1es, its un1ts, its people, 1ts problems,
'1ts strengths, 1ts. goals, itg resources, its needs, etc. This 1nformation
also descr1bes the company s env1ronment,’its/supporters, its enem1es,_1ts
compet1tors, its commun1ty, its threats, ts opportun1t1es, its potentia] .
resourses, etc. Second the manager needs va]uehih}ormation ’«This:type of
infornation {é judgmenta] in character. This 1nformation eva]uates the ‘
firm's effectiveness, the performance of -its functions, the ach1eve&ent..

of its goals, the acceptaﬁﬁe of “its tespons1b111t1es, the satisfaction of ‘
its members, the value of 1ts activqt1es, and the qua11ty of its relations
(with, conmunity, government businesss educationa], and family otﬁfrs“)_
Third, the execut1ve needs po]1cy information. - Ih1s type of 1nformat;on -

s

is tactical 1n chardcter. This 1nformat1on suggests what opt1ons are

\

.
ava11ab1e, what actions caft be" taken what changes can be hade, .what

act1v1t?es can be e11m1nated what\consequences can be expected what results-
canaﬁb ach1eved what problems can be encountered, etc. N L

The dorporate executive needs 1nformat1on in order td reduce uncertainty.
Therefore, it is cr1t1c§\ that the ganager have 1nfonmat1on'which fs re]evant
k‘to those areas of greatest uncertaiq&y Spec1f1ca1Jy, -this means that the o S
xecut1ve needs answers to questions about the sources of uncerta1nty fac1ng

the firm. Examp]es of the kinds of.quest10ns the manager "needs to ask inc!ude

.1. Questions about: Gba]s Has the- company def1ned~1ts own goals? ,"

” Has it been able to get the resources 1t needs? Has TtA!%en able ¢

. :to a]locate 'thosé resources we]]? Is the firm aware of the goaTs

~

of its'members? }Es it satisfying nanagers, emp]oyees, customers,
. - ' . / .
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suppiierss comnunity, etc.? ks it successfully

resoividg‘confiicts over tng ‘allocation of resources?:

Is it successfu]iy res01V1no conflicts over priorities :

Questions about Structure Is the, company encouraging

and achfevement of goais?

the deveiopmen of individuai potentiai? Is it prOV1d1ng

' 2 range of vaiues, viewpoints, and opportunities? Is

3

it taking advantage of speciai skills, speciai ro]es, T

A ¢

and spectal talents? Is. the firm making an effort ta ¢

N\ ‘ .
integrate its specialis¥s? Is it providing people
opportunities to interact? Are peopie aware of the )

comgany? Do they. und’rstand its probiems? Do they

’ participatezin‘itS’governance? Are they comnitted to

’,it? Do -they care about'the company?

Questions_about Functions. Does the éorporation o
pursue high performance goals? .Does it offer good s
products and serv1ces at reasonable prices? Does the

firm consider its socia] resp:nsibiiities? Is the

company developing mature, competent managers? Is it
interesting to work for? Is it generating new 1deas,

new techniqies, new understand1ngs7 Ts the company

»
encouraging commun ity invoivement? Is~it making, 1ts

" people avaiiable? Is 1t heiping the community to solve

its probiems?’, o - )
Questions about Enviﬁbnment._ Are relations between

the business and the community good? Is the community ‘
receptive to the firm? ‘Does "1t know about the firm7 S
*.Does it have contact with the firm? ‘Does it have a o

favorabie attitude toward the firm? Does it support the

Sit "

.
-

~3




firm? Does 1t understand the firm's'functions, goa]s,

éhd problems? Is the company receptive to the efnmun1tVY
- | 'Does it know about the community? Does 1t have contact
with the community? Does.it have a fayorabIe attitude -
toward the communtt&?‘ Does it uhderstend the'conmunity's a
needs, aspirations, and Timitations? .’
5.” Questions about Change Does the firm have -a history 1t
can be proud of? Ha# it developed a d1st1nct1ve character?
Has Tt adapted itself to changing times? Are people proud
." of 1t2 gz they care. about it? Vould they feel a loss if
é? 1t‘d1e4?— Is thelcompany facing Problems o% its own making?
oo Is it responding~to issues of the;day? Ys it taking
advantage of 1ts opportun1t1es? Is-the firm plann1ng
- ' © for 1ts future? Is 1t preparing for tomorrow's problems
and opportunitﬁes? Does it have a clear V1sion of where
it 1s goir&and a comm1tment to get there" |

3
Information Processing Bethavior

~

THe company -can be vieved as a complex s&étem for processihg\jnformatjon.
The members of the firm &eeuire information. They interpret 1t Some of it .
they store for future use. S$ome of it they use 1mmed1ate1y They disseminate

informatign to others. The success of this 1nformat10n processing ‘is cr1t1ca1 ¢

-
-~

to the firm. = - » | :
‘How does the company kandle information? If an executive suddenly had-

the qnswers.to all of the sample questfons the'resuIt would be:chaos. rEyery :

—

information processing\system has a maximum capacjty; theghuman being 1; no

B
- .

exception. When the amount of information in the system exceeds the system'i;

'_qapacity, the result s called overload. Farace, Monge, and Russell (1977)
.' have argued that, because of the complexity Af bu:\brganizations and env1ron—

M"'

. . - \ . , ;
0 EY . .
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ment, overioad has ‘become a problem gf epidemic'proportions. This seems

espectally true for the manager. Overload‘in the individual results in '

confusion, stress, and uncertainty Too much information is~as bad as too
Mlittle. The manager needing 1nformation to reduce uncertainty must under-

stand how to effectively handle 1nformation to avoid overload

Boulding (1956) has argued that sensor§ -data give each of us.an image- -

of the world. ,Our behavior depends on that imaoe Nadle 977) suggests‘i_

that the information we have about the world affects our behav1or in two

ways First it motivates behav1or Infoimation arouses us C It stimulates

our behavior It causes us to focus “on- certain parts of our world and to

fgnore others. According to Bavalas and Barrett (l951. p, 368):—

-

It 1s” not surprising, in these terms, that the effectivenESs )
s of an organization witb respect to the achievement ‘of its goals

should be so closely related to its effectiveness in handlﬁng

infonnation In an enterprise whose success hinges upon the

codrdination of the efforts ofiall its members, the managers

~

s ( . depend completely upon the quality, the amount and the rate at
) .2

which relevant information reaches .them. The rest of the
. organization in turn, depends ‘upon the efficiency with which the s ‘
mapagers can deal with this informa/)on and reach conclu51ons, ‘
decisions, etc. J i
’There are three éharacteristics of an effectively functioning 1nformation
processing system. First, and most important, information is processed
‘selectively. The manager selects the’ information to be acquired from that -
“available. The manager selects the infprmation to be§1nterpreted from that
4, acquired The mapager selects ‘the information to be rétained and/or used

/from that inierpreteda The manager selects the info

0

L

us. It gets us involved It makes us think. Secohd, 1nformation directs =

)

L3
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~ from that reta1ned and/or used. Second, 1nformat1on is processed sequent1a11y

R NN
N

. The first 1nformat1 The. f1rst 1nformat1on 1nput
A

) N
39/F31e1ved i¢ the f1rst 1nput
Ws the f1rst processed he first informat1on processed s ‘the first Qutput“

- (It is a simple model :, " first™dn - first through.q f1rst out. ) Ih1rd, ‘.

v

The manager cont1nuously receivés

" information 1is processed contfnuously

The manager ‘continuously processes 1ntprmat10n

dn?oqnation .. The mahager

2

-
coné;quously dissem1nates 1nformat10n '

How does the execut1ve get information? Most of the 1nformatJon the
'manager receives comes from,persona] contacts (the 1nterpersona1 system-oﬁ L

o

communjcation) in dyadic conversat1ons Sma]] group meet1ngs, or’ over ‘the

teIephone The typica] executive spends up to 96%7of the working day ta]ktng .:

with peop]e

b ¥

ore 1nformat10n comes from f;;ma] media, such as 1etters,

memos; reports, néwspapers, rad1o teTevis1 n, etc. Much of this, however, .

1s srmp1y confirmation* rather than new {nformation A great deal ofe%he

3

" manager ‘s 1nformat10n 1s rece1ved serend1p1tous]xvl No effort was made to

acquire the information. It happened to be, available and the manager pa1d .
3 .o

attenfﬁon to it. Some of the executive's 1nf0rmat10n is received because

Y

othér pevple in the personal contact networw‘th1nk the information m1ght be

\

of 1nterest or uaJue The manager's needs and interests are, din Thayer S (1968)

l A

phrase, taken 1nto accoUnt Some of the manager's information is rece1ved as

"a result ofﬁpersonaI effort.

The executive calls people on the phone or meets .

with them or
according to

"directed towar

sks for reports. ®* This 1nforma1 search for 1nformat1on is, ’
f
yert and March (1963), usually stimulated by a prob]em and

d f?nding .a solution to that problem.

Very 1ittle of ‘the manager s information is receiyed as a result of

formal search act1v1t1es. Very 11tt1e of the manager's aét1v1ty is st1mu1ated

* by needs for- éong term plans, adequate descr1ptions of the bus1ness or adequate

~

descript1ons of 1ts env1ronment

-~

Executives who re[y on chance. good yi]].

(

&

\
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) coordinate manage, and 1mprove thell compan1es can do the1r 1n5t1tutions a

.

'zatTonal abuses stemming from fa11ures to have or use 1nformation

o

. 1s 1mportant that Companies exercise se]f 30ntro1

’ . ' A .
. g - -10- - ‘o
ER) ; . * o -

P |

and occastona] bursts of energy to acqu{re the’ihformation necessary to‘p]ah e

@

disservice Ni]insky (1967) has dOCUmcnted a grizzly col]ect1on of‘organ1-
- More - '

'genqra]]y, 1ow effort search strateg}es cause managers to focus on the ;
"

%

present on f1re fighttng This produces a kind of organrzat1ona1 dr1ft'

1n which the 1nst1tut10n 1oses sight of its goals and 1oses cont‘;} of its

Clark. (T956) showed how an adu]t educat1on programoin\
' i @
_attempt1ng to respond to the demands of- its students and 1ts need for énro]]-

«“

ment 'eventua11y 16st its power to ‘set or maintain acadennc standards It

d1réctipn of movement.

cn

And 1nformation 1s the key

[} x BT

_'to se1f regu]at1on,3\Goldhaber ‘and Rooers (1979) presented an extended dis-

) and us1ng 1nfonmation about the' 1pst§¥ut1ona1 conmpn1cat1on system ( They

cusston of the Communication Audit as a. process for generat1ng, analyz:ng,

N y . \

I ) VN Pad .
argue that o;panizations must eva]uate the sﬁrengths and weaknessfs of N

lHand]ing Information _

‘ and externa] sources, mostly by word of mouthr somet1mes\by luck, sometimes
.by desjign.

.on a single or 11m%ted set of sources, fa11ures to acqu1re enough 1nformation

the manager does- u}th 1nfo¢mation

their‘communtcation system in ordei;to retain controk,of decision jnaking.
?‘k:”

“what does the company‘db W1th 1nformmtion7 There are flve th1ngs that o ;l_

:
: 4w
£

* » . )
\ e s -
> . . .
‘ .! . . L4 d .. . [ W

N

F1rst the manager ACQUIRES information.

(his process has already beeh discussed Informa£1on.comes from both, 1nterna1

r ~

s , )

The nost common e(rors 1n acquiring 1nformat1on are «ver- re11ance

y )
’ . 3

y and fa11ures to screen/f11ter out 1rre1evant . _' -

~ X ’

(jumping to conc]usjons)

-

1nformat16n\‘v’ . °. - B ST ~“ l

Seco d, the manage;aINTERPRETS information Interpreting 1nformat10n is f“FR '

a procesp of ana]yzing, eya]uation or/judging it. Managers make two kinds of

crityc They make 1nferfnces about the mean1ng

1nferences about‘tnformation

/ ~l’ ‘A' - - \\ = 12 /.. - . --
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